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The Study of Athanasius and of His Use of Seripure 


Long centuries of Christian tradition regarded Athanasius of Alexandria with pure 
reverence asthe saint bishop and theologian who almost single-handedly tard back the Arian throat 
ofthe fourth century à hagiographicalatitale which to ripening of critical scholarship undermined! 
Inthe middle of the 19th century, Mahler's biography still praised Athanasius as a saint beloved by all 
‘who knew him wall. For Newman, Adusasius was a bero, the very model of a bishop, writer, und 
theologian. Harnack credited Athanasius with ererning the church of bis day from political distractions 
1o focus on the preaching of salvation trough Christ. Archibald Robertson (editor of he Athanasius 
‘wansations in the MPAP) believed that evea those who did not credit Athanasius wth single-handedly 
saving the Truth (rom its enemies nevertheless admired and respected him—even Gibbon.2 But Gibbon. 





| Whae follows here is only a very concise od selective overview ofthe secondary 
literature on Athaoasius in general. F. L. Cross, The Sauy of St. Athanasius (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1945) nasesad the history of scholarship up to th mid-tweatieth century. A bibliography ofthe 
secondary literature published up to around 1992 occupies pp. 155-344 of Christe! Buterweck's 
Aharasias von Alesandrien: Bibliographie (Opladen. Westdeutscher Verlag. 1995) a final, unnumbered 
page of this book lists thirteen additional items published by 1995. As Butterweck points out 
(paraphrasing what sbe tays on p. 13): Athanasius" contacts with the earliest monks as well as with 
‘merous important charch and secular leaders, aod as a “theologian and church politician” (bere 
Buterweck is alluding to ch title of an article by Schocemeicher) left such a mark on church history and 
the history of dogma tat a bibliography ou bis Life so works would almost bave to incorporate the 
‘whole bibliography onthe fourth century. Thus even this massive (bat neverbdns very seful, tp. 
because of tbe Schlagwortregister) bibliography is by design only parial. A new bibliography is 
expecta to appear soon ia Sacris Erudi Johan Leemans, ~Thirtoe Years of Research on Athanasius 
(985-1998): A Sarvey and a Bibliography.” 


ZGisbcn, who in genera is highly critical ofthe early Christian leader, doe in fact speak 
bight of tho intrepid Athanasios” (The Hity ofthe Decline and Fall af the Roman Empire (e. . B. 
Bury: Now York: Heritage, 1946]. 601). For example, be offers this summary: “Amidst the storms of 
persecution, the achbishop of Alexandris was patient of labour, jealous of fume, careless of safety: and, 
‘hough his mind was tated by the contagion of fanaticism, Atbanasius displayed a superiority of. 
1 





ready checkod the very ponove asse of Athanas in bt tat with mor Bca sommes 





foctzote, a foreshadowing of samatad exit to come.) Toward the end of tbe 193 cearary, Ono. 
Sesck charged that Adbananias bad forged documezes ia bis historical and apologetic writings. [a ihe first 
decade of the rweatiets century, Eduard Schwartz portrayed ki as ruthless and dominccring, a view 
sepported in 1924 by H. L Bell's publication of a papye appamatty validating charges that Athanasian 
amd brutal violence agant Mettius moaks. Gibbon’: “isepid Adaasus" becomes “an ately 
iatransigeor character ~$ More recently Timothy Bares portrayed Athanasius as a scheming, lying, and 
olent (raat. His comparison of Aihanaaias to a modern gangster ia Constantine and Easebins is 
widely quoted, and his more recent Athanasius and Constantius highlights tbe bishop's skill as a liar. 
Where such views caught oa, interest in Athanasis's writings as theology waned: they were seen rather 
as propaganda sporting a ques for political power. Accordingly a leading historian of rhetoric 
describes hm at “a skilled but unscrupulous dalectician whose ipvetives aro aot pleasant reading. 











charter and abilities, which would have qualifd him, far beter than the degenerate sous of 
Comsseciae, for the government of a great monarchy His learning was much lem profound and 
enteasive than that of Eusabisa of Caesarea, and his rude eloquence could not be compared with the 
[polished oratory of Gregory or Band. bat. wharves the primate of Egypt was cad upon to pusy bis 
‘Seorimens oc kis conduct, ki uapremeditaind sti, eetbar of apaaking or writing. was dar, forcible, 
aud permasive.” Ses Leslie W. Barnard, “Edward Gibbon on Athanasius,” pp. 361-70 in Arlene: 
Hinoricst ond Theological Reassessment: (så. R- C. Gregg; Cambridge, Mass.: The Philadelphia 
Parane Fondation, 1985). 


Saran, “Bowand Gibbon co Adhananize * 


“Dis is the first mention of Athanasios in A. H. M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire 
(Batimoun: Joka Hopkins Umivernity Pres, 1986), 1:89. This ey was odgielly published in 1964. 


Sourmes saya hat Aihanasias “orgacion sa eeclemanncal mafi” in order to bolster hit 
power over against the emperor by destabilizing the city of Alexandria and that “like a modern gangster, 
be evoked widespread mistrust, proclaimed totlianocence aad usually racceeded ic evading conviction 
oa specific charges" (230). — Barnes's two books contribute immeasurably to Athanasian studies, not 
because of what they say about Athanacias's character or theology but in the areas of chronology and 
political relations between the emperors and the church. 


Kennedy, A New History of Classical Rhetoric (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1994), 264. 


‘The dimonancn tenen te hapiograpiscl an! he dnce: nng interpretations bas 
gesecusd a morn balanced view. The charac of Athanaas was a emt parually rebabiliated in 1988. 
‘when Duane Arnold argued that Bell bad misconstrued the evidence of the papyri.” Orbers, incioding 
Frances Young. Lei Baraan, Christopher Sd, und Martin Tet, bad alay bee focusing agaia ou. 
Abasna `s postive contibuions while schnowiadging the evidence for corti flaws S. The boots and 
nice of Charies Kíasengines focus atento ou the polita sad expecially the local Alezandrian 
social ciscumtances in which Athanasia operat, bet whereas te critical approaches of Swarts and 
‘thers sometimes obviate arcum commderation of the Athanasian tests a teology. Kanaeng-aser' s 
references to social sting enable a theological reading of «particular kind. He concludes that wale 
Aus, whom be ses as a third-ceocary Origecia interested ia working ovt oertain problems in 
speculative theology, Athanasius represents eo an intellectual lite but dhe “silent majority" of. 
‘Alexandrian Christians who hoped for salvation ia Christ and bad no ve for notions that might undercut 
the biblical basis of chat hope. That is, Adbanasis s concern as a theologian were not speculative but 
ecclesia and pastoral. They cama out of a church that could no longer engage inthe relatively pure 
spt! reiecoon ha is pouse osiy ic sectarian schon bt had teen deem into the maelstrom of 
imperial politica. Kancenpesa s Geron of Ars is probably desten to rem cootoversal since 





Titis book. The Earty Episcopal Career of Athamasint of Alexandria (Notre Dame: 
University of Nome Dame Pres, 1991). includes at a section of it fin chapter a review of nineteenth- 
sod fwenteth-counary views of Athanasios (1-25). This materiai was ao published separately as 
Athanasian Historiography: A Cestury of Revision,” Coptic Church Review 12 (1991):3-14. My 
remarks bere draw specially oa dus chapier of Araoid and ou some of Kanmeaglemer's articles, 
especisly “St. Athanasius of Alexandria Rediscovered: His Political and Pastori Achievement,” Coptic 
Church Review 9 (1985) 68-74. 


See the bibliography. Evea more positive appreciations hav been forthcoming from. 
‘writers who want to appeal to kim in support of Current concerns, e.g.. Orthodoxy or ecumenism 
(Plorovsky, Thomas Torrance, and others). 


‘evidence for Axis s actual taching is scarce. but the exposition of a central pastoral concern in 
Abasas ani-Arian dogmatic writings is woti established and cruci vo understanding those works, 
The mout secet major sais of Athanas, with tei Givers interests and 

metbodologics, contribute ia different ways toa balasond portrayal. David Brakte'm work, which 
focuses epeciaily onthe roie of Atasam in fostering scenama, emocatate the interplay of social 
sad oclogical factor. His readings not oniy ofthe familiar writings available in Greek bat also of 
previously nagbata mcetcal wotnge avalible oly in Copt cr Syriac show bow Adbanasius cultivated 
‘various groups in Egyptian society in onder to construct catholic Christian practice centered around the 
sathocity of the bishop of Alexandria but accesible to ail. Hellenized urbanites as well as desert 
monsstcs.IÓ. Anaick Martin's comprehensive study of tbe evidence for Egyptian Christianity in the 
fourth century significantly eahances our ability to locate the Athanasian texis, and the names aod events 
10 which they refer, ia concrete historical settings.!! Khaled Anatolios's study shows that whatever the 
social and historical dynamics at work ia Athanasina's writings, their intellectual coberence demonstrates 
a definite and mstained theological motivation: the bishop's respomse o tbe challenge of Arianism 
ages ou a lear articulation ofthe absolute dutinction beresan Creator and created and the 





Te iecur regarding Aria is Large. Major treatments include Robert C. Orga, ed. 
Arianis: Hizmorical and Theological Reassessments Patric Monograph Seres L1: Cambridge. Mass- 
‘The Philadephia Panic Fouciation, 1985); and Rowan Williama. Arias: Herery and Tradition 
(Landes: Dertman, Longran, «xd Todd, 1987). 


10 The bul of David Brakka's dissertation, “St. Aden ané Ascetic Christians in 
Egrpt (Yale University, 1992) was revised, sapplemented with Baglish translations of some of the 
mereni writings, and published an Adhanesas and the Politics af Ascericism (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995), 
‘which bas been reprend, vochamged except for titie. a Ashanasi end Avceicim (Baltimore: Johns 
Kopkias Uaiversisy Prem, 1998). Two chapters of Brakka's dimantaticn were published separately: 
“The Greek and Syriac Versions of the Life af Antony,” Mauston 107 (1994): 29-53: sad “The 
Auibeeticity ofthe Ascetic Afhanasiana," Oriemaiiz 63 (1994): 17-86. For his other articles, ee the 
bibliography. 


U Annick Martin, Ashanase d'Alevandrie o [lie d'Egypte au IVe siècle (328-373) 
(Rome: Ecole française de Rome, 1994). 


esae guocs identficapon of de Word as anemi 1? Existing scholarly Lecture therefore provides 
snbaackial resources for andentanding tbe Adhbanasize texts in the contest ot oniy of tology and 
arch kumo bet ako of sonal ant political kon. 


Sena of Aama' 8 Us of Senge 
Regarding he mere pecic mant of the prema any, sma, the aaa of Sp ia 
(ergs of Athanasius, te eres ai abutan, and c const mw of acces etter han 
books. 13 The author of a mount handbook to patristic exegesis explains: “Athanasius oniy holds 
magina intrest for s, because he bell ook Lice ioterest in exegeas."14 This verdict is correct 
sofa as “exegesis” implies libero exposition of continu biblical tout. The Clovis patrum. 
graecorum does include a category of exegetical writings unde the nam of Athanasius, but these enm. 
10 be mostly spurious. The cu of the large Commentary on he Preis in PG 27 wil be discussed 
below. That volume of Migne aso includes amen exspetical fragment hat are aibuted to 
Athanasios i the aka: bow much of that material ban any connection a ali with Bim is an opaa 
quecion. la additica, he Smaps sacro scriptu, liste i he CPG not among the cresce but with 


Khaled Anstolon, Askonasias. The Coherence of His Thought (London: Koudedge, 
1998). 


Tia betel mervey discues only a anlaciou of mosograpbe and ancien. Other importes 
disces ae refereaces inthe paroculat ater below 19 WAL ey aro relevant A fall 
biblogragiky would aiude d tems salad cater the beading Schr ftawsirper ia Bateranch, 
Atanzsiat yon Alerundrien Biographie. 379-80. Many of te its listed there foces ou particular 
biblical tests or motifs, sumerous others have to do with exegetical or (heclopial questions coanected 
specifically the Arian controversy; and some deal with the relation of Scriprare and tradition. As 
Cares Kacmcegiesse notes: “Mit dem Vodbaben, über Athanasius von Alexanáren da Exegat mi 
schreiben. enpart man nich wemguano dic Mabe gee homplinenes bibliograpbieches Übersicht" 
Athanasios von Alezandeisa als Buaget,” pp. 226-43 in Sema Festichrii fir Ernst Dassmann 
[edited by Georg Schóllgen and Clemens Scholtes: Münster: Ascheodorff, 1996], at p. 336). 


V+#Manlio Simonati, Biblical Inierprezasion in the Early Church: An Historical 
‘troduction o Patristic Exegesis (rans. John A. Hughes: ed. Anders Bergquist, Markus Bockmuehi, 
‘and William Horbury; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994), 77. Simoneti thea comments briefly on tbe 
Letter to Marcellinus. This retreat is of coarse fully justified given the purpose and size of that book, 





the spuria, is sometimes still attributed to Athanasius, but it is almost certainly a later work 15 Some of 
these works might after careful evaluation be credibly atributad to Athanasius, so a comprehensive study 
(Of Athanasius as exepete would have to assess them. In addition, some of the Greek homilies attributed 
to Athanasius, for example the Homily on Manhew 11:27 (generally cited as In illnd Omnia), may be 
authentic. Bot they are based on texts that caused difficulties for Nicene theology, so they share with the 
‘dogmatic writings of Athanasius this feature: ther exegesis is oot like that of a commentary that 
approaches the text of Scripture to learn whatever it taras out to offer by applying a particular 
methodology or set of interpretive techniques: it is more a mutor of defending against an exagetically 
‘supported doctrinal assault by proposing an alerptive exegesis, using a methodology that will produce 
‘the required result. In this sense Athanasius does offer exegesis. The bulk of tbe present study, 
however, describes uses of Sciptur that would fll outside most definitions of “exegesis.” 

A useful starting point for discussing receot literature is an article published in 1959 by T. 
E. Pollard. 6. At ibat tme it was customary to categorize early Christian writers as allegorists 
(Alexandrian) and literaists (Antiochenes). Despite the Alexandrian epicenter of their conflict, Pollard 


15a tho " Animadversiones in vitam et script S. Athanasi” included in the font matter of 
PG 26, the editor notes thar Tillemont thought that the mera "de fei T'padi that Constans requested 
from Athanasius (Apol. Const. 4) were the Synopsis sacrae seriprurae of the Athanasian corpus; but he 
argues against Tilemont both on the basis of the meaning of rueria and also on the basis of the 
discussion ofthe canon in the Synopsis. (See PO 26: claxvi-claxvili.) Actually the Old Testament and 
New Testament canons of the Synapsis and Festal Lester 39 agree; but there are differences inthe 
discussion of additional books. (See Appendix B for the relevant portions of the Synopsis and Tabla 5- 
13 for tbe canon of Ep. fez. 39.) The first five books listed by Athanasius as recommended reading for 
catechumens are also listed as such by the Synopsis; and their names are repeated in the list of the OT 
Antilegomena.. But whereas Athanasius also lists the Didache and the Shepherd as being read to 
cuechumens, the Synopsis does not. As the Migne editor notes, the Synopsis does not mention the 
Shepherd of Hermas s al, and it does list vera works that Athanasius never mentions. More 
seriously, it seems to me, the Sopris lists the Didache among the NT antilegomena along with several 
Works tha come in for stern disapproval. On this basis alone it is difficult t imagine tbat Athanasius 
could have written the Synopsis. —Saymasiak's note on Apol. Cons. 4 raises the question but leaves it 
‘unanswered: “S'agiraitil de la “Synopsis,” P.G. 28, 283-438, rangée traditionellement au nombre des 
rits douteux, ou d'une simple copie de la Bible?” 


16-The Exegesis of Scripture and the Arian Controversy,” BURL 41 (1959), 414-29. 


classes both Athanasius and bis Avian opponents as Ltecalists, as over against “the allegorical method of 
interpreting Scipture, atleast as tk basis for tbe Formulation of doctrine.” The Arians were “extreme 
literalist,” while Athanasius is said to show here aad there traces of the infiacoce of the Alexandrian 
allegorical tradition. Ia the main, however, he followed “clearly defined exegetical principles.” These 
are (1) the sufficiency of Scripture; (2) the scope of Scripture: (3) the custom with Scripture (Boc r 
papi): (4) the sense Quá) of Seriprae, (5) the style of Scripture; aod (6) the context of Scripture. 
Ta summary, Pollard states that “by laying down these principles of exegesis and by using them with care. 
in his criticism of be selective exegesis ofthe Arians, Athanasius was able to show that their theology 
waa not biblical. Pollard calls this set of principles Athanasius's “method.” Fs list is quite disparate, 
however. Tbe "scope" of Scripture is indeed an important criterion in Atbanasius's hermeneutics, but it 
ia not really an element of an exegetical method. 7. Nor is “sufficiency.” Athanasius, who insists on the 
priority of biblical teaching over speculative reasoning, does state that Scripture provides sufficient 
support for his doctrinal positions; bet tis claim does not constitute an exegetical principle or technique. 
Pollard’s attempt to find in Athanasius a statement regarding the relative authority of Scripture and 
tradition as sources for doctrine reads into Athanasius a response to a disput that arose centur ler, 
The “tense” and the “custom” of Scripture aco oot equivalent terms, as Pollard says they are; “style” is 
perhaps closer to the later, “Context” is an oversimplified way of referring to several related elements 
which in fact represent Athanasius's oly explicit claim to be using a “method”; thee are badly 
discussed at all.18 But if Polaris article does not deliver the “clearly defined exegetical principles” that 
it promises, it nevertheless points out important questions, texts, and possible elements of an exegetical 
method. 


17At any rate, Pollard's explanation of what the term “scope of Scripture” means is less 
than fully satisfactory. See pp. 154-57 below for a discussion of this term. 


Igor Athanasian exegetical “rules” and vocabulary, see below pp. 149-61 and 182-87- 
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to a cao Saben’ woch stern by de bgm developement of a comua thatthe 
Albania Commentary othe Pins is iste 24 the answer is, st mc, bec af the 
dissection s vs part, oniy the hind cd “Propbetnche Prabertoman”) is thoroughly dependent ou. 
(he Commensary. And yu, snc it was never published ad is cat accent, it ban not received te 
cation dere. Schon aes that he biggest proie wih der tawas of Abaca vow 
of Septum was that eben hey tok ito coma ony kis pate writings, or ee they pugsoaholnd 
Na terete a alegoricl or er, of Alaina or Anmocheos. Siebes piss out that whats 
seeded is io se the various gears in which Athanasius wrote about he Bibie (a organic relatioeship to 
each oer. Simply taking up te exiting writings ia their various penres — dogma, apologetic, 
exegeticl, komiletical-would be an unsatisfactory procedure i Sabea's view, because tho dogmatic 
‘writings would tp the scales and make the typological use of the OT in otber writings appear secondary, 
Jia better, bo saya, o focus not onthe writings that happen to bave been trant bu oo the 
biocical figure of Abas, because the dogmatic writings wer occasional responses to tbe Arian 
coser. they take pde of plece in che rans Literary corps but occupied les of Ris Life m. 
shop. So Sieben sets out ia in various chapters to describe the Sier i Leben of each species of 
Athanasian Scripture uso. He selects the Plu the book of te Bibie t follow ia be writings of 
Alano because are wes a commentary cay for the Palam ( wa thought). The pit of 





241 a, the Expositiones in Psalmos, CPG 2140. When Sisben wrote the dissertation, the 
commentary was available ony in Migoe, coacerning which M. Geecand's terse commenti: "Editio est 
ulli use" (Clavis pasren graecorum, vol. 2, Ab Attanasio ad Chrysostom (Turaout: Brepols, 1974), 
28). Sicben knew that M. J. Rondea had found the Athanasian Pins commrarary 10 be dependent 
pon that of Eusebius (“Une nouvelle preuve de l'infiuence mbene d'Eusèbe de Clsace sur Athanase: 
L'interpetaion des Pranses,” RSR 56 [1968]: 385-434) but he argued that even so Atkanasir's own 
Guegories and methods for typological iaterprention coukd be fouod ia this work. The publication tea 
years later of Giovanni Maria Vim a Tersi inedit dal Comment ai Salmi di Aanasio (Stadia 
epbemeridis "Angustinisaum” 14: Rome: lnstitum Paristicum "Augustiniamien,” 1978) stirred new 
interest, including that of Gilles Dorival, whose article “Athanase ou Pawado-Atbanase?” (Rivista di 
storia e leteratera religiosa 16 [1980]: 80-89) made a case for its inmuhenticty. G. C. Stead, who in 
1982 was sil prepared to consider the commentary probably authentic (“The Scriptures and the Soul of 
Christin Athanasius,” VC 36 (1982): 233-50) later concluded that Dorival was right (St. Athanasius on. 
the Pears,” VC 39 (1985]: 65-79). 
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Cristina living impossible or tent niei 34 So while accepting Siebens Central diss, this 
study ignore his warning against proceeding genre y genre though the writings of Athanasius- 

In 1970 and 1971 Thomas Torrance published a four-part rice tiled “The Hermeneutics 
of St. Athanasius. 35. Torrance lacks texts from across ha Athanasian corpus without distinguishing 
asthenic, doubtful, and spurious works (fragments on Luke, the Pais commentary, the De 
Ienrmatone conta Apoliarien). He io ignores important parts of the corpus: the Life af Antony is 
represented by a single reference at the end of a foot, and otber aso writings and the Festal Leer 
ae nt mentioned at ll. Furthermore, Torranco—approsching Athanasius oot as a historian of doctrine 
but as a practicing theologian ignores mach of Athanasian scholarship. For thea ad otber reasons 
Bis articles aro mot a reliable guide to tbe details of Athanasian biblical interpretation. Nevertheless, 
“Tornce's theological interests produce a reading of Athanasius that is highly sympathetic. His 
emphasis on the theological cobereace of Athanamus's thought eps im from noting delopment 


Hpelikan, refuting the charge that Athanasius “intellectualized faith into a species of 
knowledge,” says: “When Athanasius set ot to specify the content of the Christian message, his 
vocation s a defender of Nicene orthodoxy against the Arians compelled hir to dwell upon the doctrinal 
and even propositional aspects of tbe message. Gut even in the midst of his vigorous polemics against 
Arianism or of his arguments in favor of the orthodox interpretation of the Scripores, the existential 
character of the Christian message as a message of salvation continued to make its presence felt” (Light of 
the World, 90.) 


35 Thomas F. Torrance, "The Hermenautics of Saint Athanasius," parte 1-4, Dilaiastikor 
Pharos 52, no. 1 (1970): 446-68; 52, oo. 2 (1970): 89-106; $2, no. 4 (1970): 237-49; 53 (1971): 133- 
49. The numbering of issues and pages is unconventiooal, and the typographical errors are legion. [n 
the second part (i.e, $2, no. 2 [1970]: 89-106), a revised section was inserted in the wrong place ad. 
the unrevised txt left standing. To repair this section, the reader mast delet everything on p. 95 from 
the call to note 40a on the top line through the third lie ofthe new paragraph, “are rooted in Jesus 
Christ". (Included in the deletion are notes 42-40h.) Replace this section with che material beginning 
‘on p. 93, Line 11, with the call to note 27 aad ending with p. 94, line 5, “are rooted in Jesus Christ". 
The error was evidently caused by a kid of parablepris occasioned by the use of the phrase "human 
need” both on p. 93, line 11 and on p. 95, line 1. In the discussion that follows, Ihave corrected 
obvious typographical errors without notice. 


‘36Torraace mentions Harnack once (at the beginning) and refers occasionally to older 
writers whose comments may be found in ootes to the Eaplishtraslations of Athanasius (Roberton, 
Newman, Shapland). His own construl of Athanasios texts is flawed by numerous questionable 
creuse. 











